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Let’s face it — as a manager, if we think someone should have been doing something and
we didn’t tell them to do it, we don’'t have any moral right to spring it on them in the
performance review. We should have been talking about it all year.

Another way of defusing the emotional ambiguity of BUT, especially when there are
serious problems that need correction, is to use the “feedback sandwich.” Talk about the
positive, then talk about the negative, then overall talk about what is positive. Assuming
you aren’t actually firing the person, keeping the emphasis on more positive results in
the future is a good strategy. So you might write something like:

“You have come up to speed quickly and accomplished more than we expected in the
first year. Unfortunately, you made a couple of key mistakes that cost us the Fletcher
account, leading to an overall negative assessment of your performance this year. \We
expect that you can put these mistakes behind you and be more successful next year.

This conveys four messages. There were some good things about the year. There were
some problems. Overall, the problems predominated. And in the future we expect you
will grow past this difficult year. By contrast, the typical BUT sentence:

“You had a good year, but your mistakes cost us the Fletcher account.”
is much more ambiguous, and the overall tone more negative.

So when writing reviews, or in general when expressing your opinion, use your word
processor to look for BUTs, and get rid of them. There is always a better way to be more
precise.
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